thOUgh case management has been integral to occupational ealth nursing practice for a number of years, the scope and breadth of this role has increased substantially in the past decade. Occupational health nurses' involvement in case management varies widely, depending largely on the practice setting. For example, case management may be one of many responsibilities of an occupational health nurse employed in a single nurse unit within a large organization, or it may be the exclusive domain of occupational health nurses who are self employed contractors or who work for a case managementvendoL Regardless of setting, the goal of case management is to coordinate appropriate, quality health care services for workers in a timely and cost effective manner. Occupational health nurses are challenged to understand the many dimensions of this specialty area, to become knowledgeable about the providers and resources that contribute to an injured or ill worker's recovery, and to assure the efficient and effective delivery of case management services.
In recognition of the importance of case management to occupational health nursing professionals, the AAOHN Journal has devoted the August and September issues to this topic. The six articles included in these issues describe a comprehensive and in-depth evaluation of a case management program developed for a state workers' compensation system. The purpose of the evaluation was to examine various aspects of nurse case management and to make recommendations based on the findings. These AUGUST 1999, VOL. 47, NO.8 articles describe the roles and functions of the many professionals who contribute to service delivery, identify barriers and facilitators that affect service outcomes, and examine the world of the worker who is the recipient of case management services. While it is hoped the findings from this study will be useful to the individual occupational health nurselcase manager, they also are intended to provide guidance to case management vendors or program coordinators developing or refining their case management services.
This issue includes the first three of the six articles included in this series. The first article provides a general overview of the study, including the background of case management, the aims of the study, and the multiple methods used to achieve these aims. The quality assessment model that guided all stages of the study is described in detail in this article. The next two articles use the workers' own words to describe their perceptions and experiences following an injury occurrence. The second article focuses on the injured workers' satisfaction with case management services, and the third focuses on events and experiences related to the worker's return to work.
The next issue will describe two other components of this evaluation, namely, providers' perceptions about nurse case management services, and a review of the records of injured workers who received case management services. The final article in this series integrates the fmdings from all phases of the study to make specific recommendations about the delivery of case management services. Case management has been described as "the hottest new system" for the delivery of health services (even though its historical roots date back 100 years). Abundant evidence attests to its increasing importance within occupational health, such as the number of employers including case management responsibilities in their job descriptions, and the increase in occupational health nurses opting for case management as a primary role. AAOHN has responded to this increased emphasis by identifying case management as one of nine primary functional roles for occupational health nurses. The American Board for Occupational Health Nurses has likewise responded through the development of a certification credential for occupational health nurse/case managers, which will be offered for the first time in Fall 1999.
The complexity inherent to case management service delivery cannot be overstated. Understanding this complexity demands a concerted effort on the part of occupational health nursing professionals. A need clearly exists for more research examining case management programs, for case studies that describe successful case management strategies, and for the development of case management guidelines based on empirical data. Indeed, there is much to learn about the most effective approaches to case management services. However, occupational health nurses, with their backgrounds in nursing and their unique knowledge of occupational health and safety, have a solid foundation upon which to build.
